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CERVANTES: THE ENDURING SURVIVAL OF THE CREATIVE MIND IN DON QUIXOTE
Nan Darbous Marthaller
By exploring Don Quixote through the lens of Henri Bergson's The Creative Mind, the
essence of personal endurance and survival is illustrated. For Miguel de Cervantes Saavedra,
survival was enduring. In his creative work, Don Quixote, we have the tales and mishaps of a
reader of books, a chivalrous knight-errant, a righter of real or imagined wrongs, a mad man, a
comrade in arms, and a devoted friend. There is, perhaps, a fine line between creative genius and
sanity. By considering the societal background and personal history of Miguel de Cervantes
Saavedra and how it is interwoven into the tale of Don Quixote, there will be an opportunity to
demonstrate how creativity is drawn from a divine intuition that connects all human life and how
experience sparks both fiction and science.
Exploring the creative mind, endurance, and sanity in Don Quixote requires an understanding
about the life of Miguel de Cervantes Saavedra and his personal experience, what he endured,
the era in which he lived for historical context including societal experience, and the sixteenth
century understanding of sanity or madness as it relates to creativity.
CERVANTES’S BACKGROUND
Spanish author Miguel de Cervantes Saavedra was an educated man and like his
character, Don Quixote, a reader of books. His family “had claims and connections to Spanish
nobility” and “he became educated, probably by Jesuits, and probably assisted by successful
relatives” (Lichtenberg 268). Cervantes was then “forced to flee from Spain to Rome. He had
wounded a wealthy, well-connected builder in a duel” (268). In Rome, Cervantes found
employment with “a Prelate where he was introduced to the world of courtly etiquette” (268).
From this point, Cervantes relates much of his life experience through the remembrances of his
character.
In Don Quixote, the knight-errant Quixote was provided advice from his father regarding
vocation: “follow one of the paths I shall indicate . . . follow letters, another trade, and the third
serve the king in the wars . . . if war does not bring much wealth it confers great distinction and
fame" (Cervantes, 1: ch. XXXIX). Cervantes too became a soldier and, as outlined in Krueger’s
brief online history of Cervantes, fought in the famous 1571 Battle of Lepanto against the Turks
of the Ottoman Empire. Shadows of the circumstances and events of this battle are related in
Don Quixote Book I when describing how “his Holiness Pope Pius V of happy memory, had
made [war] with Venice and Spain against the common enemy, the Turk” (1: ch. XXXIX).
Quixote then describes, in considerable detail, a ferocious sea battle, taking of ships, as well as
other war strategies and undertakings. The personal experience of Cervantes resonates
throughout these tales. He had suffered from “malaria near Rome and malaria still troubled him
at Lepanto . . . when despite high fever and his fellow sailors’ advice to rest, he took part in the
battle” (Simini). It was in the Battle of Lepanto that Cervantes was injured when “[t]wo gunshots
hit his chest, one crippled his left hand” (Simini) and he was disabled for life. Then while
returning to Spain in 1575, “[h]is wounds . . . not yet healed when he was captured” (Simini) by
Algerian pirates, imprisoned, and served as a slave for five years. Cervantes relates in Don
Quixote Book I through the memories of Quixote while he is a captive of Don Fernando, how “I
was labouring at the oar without any hope of freedom; at least I had no hope of obtaining it by
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ransom” (Cervantes, 1: ch. XXXIX) and surmised “to my mind there is no happiness on earth to
compare with recovering lost liberty" (1: ch. XXXIX).
But Quixote never loses hope as he reconfirms during the tale of his imprisonment in Algiers,
“the hope of obtaining my liberty never deserted me; and when in my plots and schemes and
attempts the result did not answer my expectations, without giving way to despair I immediately
began to look out for or conjure up some new hope to support me, however faint or feeble it
might be” (1: ch. XL). In his own life, Cervantes, “after each attempt at escaping . . . was flogged
and was once kept chained ‘from head to feet’ for five months” (Simini). Later in Chapter XL of
Don Quixote, Miguel de Cervantes Saavedra reveals something of himself through Quixote’s
continuing tale when he relates how:
. . . a Spanish soldier, something de Saavedra by name, to whom he never gave a
blow himself, or ordered a blow to be given, or addressed a hard word, although
he had done things that will dwell in the memory of the people there for many a
year, and all to recover his liberty; and for the least of the many things he did we
all dreaded that he would be impaled, and he himself was in fear of it more than
once; and only that time does not allow, I could tell you now something of what
that soldier did, that would interest and astonish you much more than the narration
of my own tale. (Cervantes 1: ch. XL)
Cervantes weaves his own experience and pain into his story as well as his characters, providing
insight into what he suffered and endured. These lived experiences give the story and characters
much deeper context than mere imagined pain or suffering. According to William Egginton, this
is “the pattern that we know about this complete rupture between lived experience and perceived
experience that Cervantes is always playing with” (qtd. in McCabe). This is part of the survival.
As a creative mind, Cervantes understands that his “function has been precisely to see and to
make us see what we do not naturally perceive” (Bergson 112). All of this is offered with the
desire to survive, to endure and to help others do the same. Historically, an “act of creativity,
itself, has been viewed as a form of sublimation by which writers and artists successfully or
unsuccessfully externalizes their inner disturbances” (Lichtenberg 267) and Cervantes does no
less the same. It might be understood that what all “have in common is the ability to transform
their actual and imagined lived experiences into a work of art that is an aesthetic variant of
whatever issues in life they as individuals are struggling to cope with” (267). Through the
creative process, Cervantes was performing his own sort of therapy to come to terms with his
personal experience in order to survive.
In Henri Bergson’s The Creative Mind, he describes how art helps us perceive more than
what our own experience provides:
What is the aim of art if not to show us, in nature and in the mind, outside of us
and within us, things which did not explicitly strike our senses and our
consciousness? The poet and the novelist who express a mood certainly do not
create it out of nothing; they would not be understood by us if we did not observe
within ourselves, up to a certain point, what they say about others. As they speak,
shades of emotion and thought appear to us which might long since have been
brought out in us but which remained invisible. (112)
The examples in Don Quixote that Cervantes illustrates are filled with emotion and trains of
thought about real experiences, a sharing of the pain and intensity of endurance. Where we might
never find ourselves physically bound and shackled, we perceive through the descriptions of
Cervantes how desperate the need to survive is. We can identify with the veteran soldier who
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suffered and offered that suffering in a light-hearted way through his windmill tilting character
dedicated to service as a chivalrous knight-errant.
Throughout Don Quixote, there is reference to the great distinction that military service
confers, and it is part of the chivalric code to which the character Quixote adheres. For
Cervantes, the scars of battle were a testament to his service to God and country as he outlined in
the preface of Don Quixote Book II:
Those the soldier shows on his face and breast are stars that direct others to the
heaven of honour and ambition of merited praise . . . it is not with grey hairs that
one writes, but with the understanding, and that commonly improves with years.
(Cervantes 2: Preface)
Cervantes clarifies that with age comes understanding which offers the depth of his own
experience to his character Quixote. And this sentimental notation at the start of the work creates
an understanding with the reader, a mood:
The poet and the novelist who express a mood certainly do not create it out of
nothing; they would not be understood by us if we did not observe within
ourselves, up to a certain point, what they say about others. (Bergson 112)
The connection we make with the character Quixote is born from this understanding of what we
see in ourselves.
The importance of Cervantes’s physical affliction as outlined by Barry Ife is that
“physical illness correlates with a disordered or heightened mental state . . . [and] abnormally
heightened mental states are extremely useful to a writer” (609). This is yet another way
Cervantes’s experience and physical disability aided him in his writing. And if Cervantes had
been leading a “normal psychological life, [he would have to make] a constant effort of the mind
to limit its horizon, to turn away from what it has a material interest in not seeing” (Bergson
113). According to Bergson’s theories, “reasoning is done in order to fill up the gaps of
perception or to extend its scope” (108) and that an artist is “in the real sense of the word,
‘absent-minded’” (113). Given Cervantes’s heightened senses from his wounds and experiences,
he provides a literary creation of understandable and connected proportion. He defies the
boundaries the brain provides to “usefully illuminate and complete the situation in the present”
(114) and creatively produces a more vital version of reality. As an artist, Cervantes “is less
preoccupied than ourselves with the positive and material side of life” (113) and he creates a
world that captures the reader.
SOCIAL IMPACT AND EXPERIENCE
Drawing from experience is illustrated in other ways when one considers the politics and
religious fervor of the time in which Cervantes lived. For example, “interest increased in the
state of madness or lunacy. The first European asylums were Bedlam (Bethlehem) in London
and one in Granada” (Lichtenberg 270). From Krueger we learn that it was a time when grain
production had become compromised in northern Spain, people were deserting rural
communities and moving to urban areas, and the Roman Catholic Church was deep in the throes
of the Spanish Inquisition. As a testament to these social upheavals and instabilities, “Cervantes
clearly employed Quixote’s madness as a device for presenting his idealist challenge to the
immoralities of his times” (270). He did this in a pseudo-comical way that diverted the
seriousness of reality. This is the creative mind “breaking away from life . . . [by] transporting
oneself immediately into a world different from the one we inhabit, in developing other faculties
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of perception than the senses and consciousness” (Bergson 115). Did Cervantes share a little
lunacy with his character Quixote?
At the same time as the Inquisition, however, kings and queens consulted seers to acquire
a glance at the future. Elizabeth I of England utilized the services of John Dee and in “the Spain
of Phillip II, dreams were taken very seriously” (Moss 165). In fact, Phillip II had an interest in
the dreams of a young woman named Lucrecia de León:
Lucrecia's family lived in the heart of the city in the parish of San Sebastián, later
known as the Barrio of the Muses because of the celebrated artists and writers
who lived there, including Cervantes. (166)
In addition, Lucrecia was “employed at the palace as a maidservant to the governess of the
Infante, the future Phillip III” (167). Her visions were well publicized and “widely circulated in
high society in Madrid” (175) and traces of her dreams or prophecies can be found in Don
Quixote. For instance, in Volume I, Chapter I, Quixote assembles his armor which “had belonged
to his great-grandfather, and had been for ages lying forgotten in a corner eaten with rust and
covered with mildew” (Cervantes 1: ch. I) consisting merely of a corselet, a piece that covers the
trunk. Here we see potential reference to current events and the dream prophecy of Lucrecia.
From one of her dreams she “recount[s] a strange story of a wild man dressed like a soldier, in
half armor, spewing grain and then milk from his mouth” (Moss 186). The character of Quixote
seems oddly similar to the wild man of her dream not only because of the reference to outdated
armor, but because the "man she described was a celebrity, a former soldier called Piedrola, who
spent half his time in a madhouse and the rest of it roaming from plaza to plaza" (168). Her
reference to spewing grain calls to mind the scene when “they came in sight of thirty forty
windmills that there are on plain” (Cervantes, 1: ch. VIII) and the function of windmills which is
to mill wheat into grain. These references to current events during the time in which Cervantes
wrote Don Quixote are meaningful to his use of experience in his creative process. When we
consider the process of creativity Bergson asks, “What is the aim of art if not to show us, in
nature and in the mind, outside of us and within us, things which did not explicitly strike our
senses and our consciousness?” (112). Cervantes gives us a rich social context that helps to
define and build sympathy for the character Quixote and the time in which he existed.
Both Lucrecia and Piedrola personally experienced the horror that was the Spanish
Inquisition. In 1595, “Lucrecia appeared as a penitent with a rope around her neck and heard an
official inventory of the charges against her” (Moss 176), and “during the summer of
1587…when Piedrola’s reputation as a prophet and seer reached its height…the Holy Office
ordered the soldier-prophet’s arrest” (Perry 113-114). This is reflected in Don Quixote when
“bringing in the cage, they shut him up in it and nailed the bars so firmly that they could not be
easily burst open” (Cervantes, I: ch. XLVI). Cervantes vividly portrays the hopelessness of
captivity and on charges of a different viewpoint or having a creative mind unlike the general
populace. This is also reminiscent of his personal experience in captivity following his own
capture by pirates in Algiers: “Don Quixote was seated in the cage, with his hands tied and his
feet stretched out, leaning against the bars as silent and as patient as if he were a stone statue and
not a man of flesh” (I: ch. XLVII). But instead of complaint, he shows amazement: “By God, it
puzzles me!” which makes the reader consider what it must be like and how they would feel in a
similar predicament.
Even though Lucrecia and Piedrola had been previously consulted as visionaries or seers
by royalty, they were found guilty. To save himself, “Piedrola saw to his own defense with a
claim of insanity” (Perry 114) but was condemned to confinement in the fortress of Guadamur.
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For her punishment, Lucrecia was sentenced to “one hundred lashes, banishment from Madrid,
and two years’ seclusion in a religious house” (Moss 176). These significant and highly
publicized events, current during the lifetime of Cervantes, provide firsthand social experience
that is echoed in his work and illustrate the treatment of creative minds or madness through the
character Quixote. We can also see how these terms might have applied to Lucrecia and Piedrola
regarding their dreams and visions. Although they both professed that their dreams or visions
were real and divinely inspired, Piedrola did not hesitate to turn to an insanity plea to gain
release.
LOCURA IN SIXTEENTH CENTURY SPAIN
Locura is the Spanish word for madness or insanity. One cannot think about madness or
mental illness without considering the care provided for it and “Spain stands apart from other
European countries, and provides a unique example of early institutional care for the mad in the
various hospitals established from the early fifteenth century onwards” (Carrera 6). It is
important to consider not only the care, but the terminology used to label insanity such as the
“Spanish term locura and the slippery notions it evokes: folly, foolishness, idiocy and madness”
(11) or “between ‘locos’, who were agitated and displayed fury, and ‘tontos’, who lacked the
ability to reason” (13). These terms give us a variety of definitions for labels generally attributed
to the same malady: madness.
Given these terms and definitions, we can see application in Quixote and his exploits. It is with
wisdom and insight that Quixote tells us that “the thing is to turn crazy without any provocation”
(Cervantes, I: ch. XXV). Cervantes delicately twists the crazy train of thought and imagination
throughout Don Quixote to advantage or disadvantage and finally to disillusionment:
My reason is now free and clear, rid of the dark shadows of ignorance that my
unhappy constant study of those detestable books of chivalry cast over it. Now I
see through their absurdities and deceptions, and it only grieves me that this
destruction of my illusions has come so late. (II: ch. LXXIV)
There are times throughout the story where Quixote brings out compassion from many of those
witnessing his delusions and the “strangest form of madness a crazy intellect could be capable of
. . . [yet] I shall be happy if I can do anything for his relief” (I: ch. XXXVII). And there are
moments when Quixote appears lucid about what has happened to him from an observer point of
view and in denial of the cause: “I have seen myself shut up in a cage like a madman” (1: ch. L)
and these are the moments when one wonders if it is Quixote speaking or Cervantes reflecting on
his own past and imprisonment. One could ask whether Cervantes intended that Quixote was
mad or just a little off because he “had the matter discussed over and over by one character after
another—often comparing Quixote’s great wisdom with his absurd actions and misperceptions.
Quixote as presented is not feigning madness but is living profoundly in the state of the
imaginary, with ogres and enchanters” (Lichtenberg 271). And Cervantes often presented
Quixote as recognizing actuality even when he chooses to act on the misperception, or rather an
imaginary perception.
According to an interview with Egginton, “we want stories that engulf us in some way,
that allow us to play this game that we play so fluently with fiction, which is both to know that
it’s not true and yet to treat it for time as if it were true – the willing suspension of disbelief”
(qtd. in McCabe). And in Don Quixote, for a time we are mad, we are prisoners, or we are free
and uninhibited, we endure with the knight-errant on his escapades and in the end, we survive
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because we’ve allowed ourselves to “pay that little extra attention to the details of a person’s
life” (McCabe) so that we can endure our own lives a little better.
From a medical standpoint, Don Quixote is replete with examples of several possible
neurological conditions that might produce a kind of madness including: headaches, epilepsy,
tremors, paralysis, sleep disorders, syncope, neuropsychiatric symptoms, traumatic head injury,
and dementia. Symptoms are significant:
In Don Quixote, Cervantes portrays some of the characteristics of cognitive
impairment, including disturbances of judgment: ‘and what with little sleep and
much reading his brains got so dry that he lost his wits’ ( part I, ch. I); time
disorientation: ‘three days passed in one hour’ (part II, ch. 23); misidentification
of people, such as the episode where he identified the modest priest of his town,
an old acquaintance, as the ‘Archbishop Turpin’ (part I, ch. 7), and agitation:
‘When they reached Don Quixote he was already out of bed, and was still
shouting and raving, and slashing and cutting all round, as wide awake as if he
had never slept’ (part I, ch. 7). (Palma 250)
Not just one, but all these symptoms in the lifetime of Cervantes were labeled as
madness. Perhaps after all his life experience, Cervantes himself suffered some of these
symptoms. During Cervantes’ lifetime, “melancholia was associated not only with states of
heightened conscience, but also with excess . . . [and] corruption of mental faculties” (Carrera 2).
Melancholy and madness “were thought to be interrelated . . . mind and body were seen to
interact in response to physiological, dietary, environmental and social factors” (2). Cervantes
spoke to the differing types of madness in Chapter XXVI when he describes:
. . . the history says that when Don Quixote had completed the performance of the
somersaults or capers, naked from the waist down and clothed from the waist up,
and saw that Sancho had gone off without waiting to see any more crazy feats, he
climbed up to the top of a high rock, and there set himself to consider what he had
several times before considered without ever coming to any conclusion on the
point, namely whether it would be better and more to his purpose to imitate the
outrageous madness of Roland, or the melancholy madness of Amadis . . .
(Cervantes, 1: ch. XXVI)
It was not uncommon for “authors in sixteenth and seventeenth century Spain [to use] the term
‘melancholia’ mainly to refer to groundless fear or extreme sadness” (Cerrara 3). Many of these
predilections and the “relation between mental disturbance and the body are also largely
unexplored . . . with the exception of Green’s and Heiple’s studies of sleep patterns and diet” (8)
specifically in Don Quixote.
Throughout time and in every corner of the earth “madness has always been an elusive
concept” (11) including how to identify it and how to understand it in attempts to cure it, but as
an “activity characterised by ingenio: the imaginative or intellectual powers of a writer, a satirist
and commentator, or a visionary” (Ife 609) it is necessary to own it to a degree as Cervantes did.
When considering the creative mind of the artist, Bergson asks, “Why then, being detached from
reality to a greater degree, does he manage to see in it more things?” (113). This is the type of
question one might expect from Quixote as an answer to his malady.
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CONCLUSION
The creative and philosophical impact of Cervantes’s work has been demonstrated in
contributions to literature, science and medicine. We can see “[t]he influence of Cervantes on the
creative work of writers (Borges, Dostoevsky, Joyce, Twain), musicians (Purcell, R. Strauss),
and painters (Picasso)” (Taberes-Seisdedos 1392) and it extends to medicine, psychiatry and
neuroscience. Sigmund Freud wrote to his fiancé at the age of twenty-seven “about the deep
impression left on him by his reading in Spanish of Cervantes’s works . . . [where] he found an
identification with Don Quixote, who was able to fight madness for his dreams” (1392). And
“Thomas Sydenham’s (the English Hippocrates’) answer to his disciple Richard Blackmore’s
question what to read to become a better doctor: ‘read Don Quixote’” (Simini). This everlasting
creative influence is not without significance.
Upon reading Don Quixote, one cannot help but see that “Cervantes's art . . . is vibrantly
visual . . . often presented in dialogue that intensify unexpected perceptions and capitalize on
frequent invasions of the real by the unreal" (Earle 4). In his conversations with Sancho the real
and unreal are fully realized when Quixote offers explanations that are deep and plausible in a
philosophical sense. But these explanations are often drawn from their lofty aspirations to the
current situation by Sancho and returned to present existence and circumstance. Yet, it is in the
words of Quixote, we find reasoning for a sound mind:
Since, therefore, arms have need of the mind, as much as letters, let us see now
which of the two minds, that of the man of letters or that of the warrior, has most
to do; and this will be seen by the end and goal that each seeks to attain; for that
purpose is the more estimable which has for its aim the nobler object. (Cervantes,
1: ch. XXXVII)
Since Cervantes served both roles, a man of letters and a warrior, we can see a bit of mental
derision about his own purpose in life and coming to terms with it. In his 1928 Nobel Prize
presentation speech to Henri Bergson, Per Hallström stated, “Imagination and intuition are
sometimes capable of flights where intelligence lags behind” (Hallström). We can see this is the
lunatic wisdom of Quixote and even in the simple platitudes of Sancho.
And whatever illness or disabilities Cervantes may have had, the results “seem to suggest
that creativity, intelligence, eloquence and virtue are not only thrown into relief, but positively
enhanced, by their origin in frail, sick and mortal bodies” (Ife 610). For Cervantes, inside the
prison of his flesh, however imperfect, there was a creative mind and it is through the creative
mind that one is seen “transporting oneself immediately into a world different from the one we
inhabit” (Bergson 115) and it is by the break with sanity that we do the same. It is through the
reading of creative works like Don Quixote that all of us escape and endure and where “man will
not merely endure: he will prevail. He is immortal, not because he alone among creatures has an
inexhaustible voice, but because he has a soul, a spirit capable of compassion and sacrifice and
endurance” (Faulkner). There can be no question of the spirit of Quixote – his creative mind,
intuition, compassion, sacrifice, and endurance. Therefore, with each reading, Cervantes endures
in the minds of generations far beyond the ships of Lepanto, the prison walls of Algiers, and the
windmill filled plains of Spain.
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